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In the last weekend before the Aug. 21 presidential election, all three front-runners in the
presidential race Cuauhtemoc Cardenas of the Democratic Revolution Party (PRD), Diego
Fernandez de Cevallos of the National Action Party (PAN), and Ernesto Zedillo of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI) held massive rallies in Mexico City, drawing thousands of supporters. At
the rallies, each candidate promoted himself as the "candidate of change," promising to end political
corruption and bring democratic changes to Mexico's political system.
During a morning rally on Aug. 13, Fernandez de Cevallos emphasized his commitment to end the
system of patronage that has helped keep the PRI in power. Fernandez said the PRI's longtime hold
on the presidency amounted to "a succession of six-year monarchies" since 1929, when the party
first took office. Among other things, he promised to seek an end to the long relationship between
the powerful Mexican Workers Confederation (Confederacion de Trabajadores de Mexico, CTM)
and the government.
In a separate rally that same day, Cardenas presented a similar message, calling as well for an end to
PRI's influence over many civic institutions. He lambasted the massive corruption allegedly rampant
in PRI, which he said created the opportunity for the governing party to commit fraud in the 1988
presidential elections. Officially, those elections were won by President Carlos Salinas de Gortari,
but most political observers suggest the PRI tampered with computer results to deny victory to
Cardenas. In fact, Cardenas promised supporters that if evidence of fraud surfaces this year, he
would personally lead a campaign of civil disobedience against the government.
Moreover, Cardenas expressed confidence that he will win the election, dismissing numerous
public opinion polls that show the PRD candidate a distant third behind Zedillo and Fernandez
de Cevallos. "We will have so many votes this time that the government cannot deny we have
won," Cardenas told the crowd. He urged supporters to cast a vote "for democracy, change, peace,
sovereignty, and honesty in government."
Meantime, Zedillo held his concluding campaign rally on Aug. 14, the last day allowed by law for
active campaigning. In his speech, Zedillo promised to carry out democratic changes within the PRI,
while reducing the party's influence over the government. "We advocate a democracy strengthened
by a genuine division of powers, where centralism will be replaced by a new federalism," said
Zedillo.
Specifically, the PRI candidate pledged to separate the executive branch from the party, and to allow
for a more democratic process in the selection of the party's presidential candidate. Until now, the
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 6

LADB Article Id: 56590
ISSN: 1054-8890

outgoing president had the final say on who would be the presidential candidate. Similar economic
proposals by PRI, PAN, and PRD.
Notwithstanding the effort by all three candidates to stake out a unique platform in their final
campaign speeches, most observers see few real differences in the official positions of the frontrunners. The New York Times, for example, published a lengthy analysis on the candidates'
platforms on Aug. 13. The article concluded that in general, all the candidates have especially similar
views in their proposals on the economy. All three candidates pledge to create up to 1 million
new jobs per year, continue efforts to fight inflation, and seek economic growth through increased
development. They also all favor strong participation by the private sector in the economy, although
a Cardenas administration would probably institute greater regulations on businesses.
The three candidates have, to varying degrees, expressed intentions to continue the import-export
policies enacted through the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) on Jan. 1, 1994. The
only minor variation is from Cardenas, who proposes to seek changes that would increase protection
from imports for small business owners and small-scale farmers. Cardenas, Zedillo and Fernandez
de Cevallos have all promised to carry through with the privatization program initiated by President
Salinas.
Under Salinas, hundreds of state-owned enterprises were sold off to the private sector, but a handful
of businesses remain to be privatized, such as the government's seafood marketing company and
three paper mills. At the same time, all the candidates say they will keep the state-run oil company
PEMEX and most other strategic industries in the hands of the government. Since there are few
differences among the economic platforms of the different candidates, Zedillo appears to have
the advantage on that front in the elections, since he is seen as the presidential hopeful that most
represents a continuation of the policies begun by President Salinas.
In particular, Zedillo will receive a boost at the polls from the present administration's success
in reducing consumer price inflation to less than 8% in 1993, from almost 159% in 1987. "People
have noticed very dramatic changes in lifestyle that have to do with [the Salinas administration's]
economic reforms," said Alejandro Hernandez of the Instituto Tecnologico Autonomo de Mexico,
ITAM). "Some of those changes are as simple as going to the supermarket and seeing stable prices
and a larger variety of goods produced in Mexico and outside."
The fact that Zedillo will benefit from his image as the best suited to continue Salinas's policies
is an ironic political twist compared with the last elections in 1988. According to most political
observers, the high rate of inflation that prevailed during former president Miguel de la Madrid's
administration clearly influenced many voters to support Cardenas over the PRI in the 1988
elections.
Still, in the present elections, Cardenas has attempted to carve out his own spot by drawing
attention to the widening gap in Mexico between the wealthy and the poor. During campaign rallies,
for example, the PRD candidate has often stressed that the number of billionaires during the Salinas
administration increased to 24, compared with only two when Salinas took office in 1988. At the
same time, the PRD candidate often cites the fact that 40 million Mexicans or nearly half of the
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country's population continues to live in poverty despite Salinas's free-market reforms and the
enactment of NAFTA.
"The rich are infinitely rich, and the poor have become infinitely poor," Cardenas said in a recent
rally. Fernandez de Cevallos has as well sought to capitalize on the inequalities among high and
low income groups, advocating a "more humane" approach to economic growth through which the
government would make a greater effort to guarantee jobs and investment capital for businesses,
especially small and medium-sized enterprises.

Zedillo leads most public opinion polls
Despite heavy campaign stumping by all the front-runners, most public opinion polls still suggest
that Zedillo retains a commanding lead over the two other candidates. Five out of six polls released
before Aug. 12 -the last day in which surveys can be legally published before the election showed
Zedillo with leads of 35% to 55%, while only one poll reported Cardenas ahead with a 35% lead.
Fernandez de Cevallos took second place in those polls where Zedillo was leading, but the PAN
candidate took third place in one poll that showed Cardenas ahead.
The five polls that showed Zedillo in the lead were as follows:
On Aug. 11, Louis Harris-Indermec released a poll that gave Zedillo an overwhelming lead of
55%, compared with 27% for Fernandez de Cevallos, and 15% for Cardenas. The poll was based on
2,550 interviews conducted in 92 locations around Mexico between July 30 and Aug. 6. Humphrey
Taylor, president of Louis Harris, said he expected Zedillo's lead to decline in the closing days of
the campaign because undecided voters tend to vote for trailing candidates when one has a big
margin, but it was unlikely to fall to the point where he could lose. "I've never seen a change of 15 or
20 points in a national election in the last two or three weeks," said Taylor.
A second poll, conducted jointly by the US company Belden & Russonello and Mexico's Ciencia
Aplicada, showed 46% support for Zedillo, 19% for Fernandez de Cevallos, and 9% for Cardenas.
The poll, conducted among 1,526 respondents throughout Mexico, was commissioned by a group of
foreign financial companies, including US-based Chemical Bank and Lehman Brothers, and France's
Banque Paribas. "At this point Zedillo's lead is so commanding, it looks like there would have to be
a large turn of events to see someone else come up and get ahead," pollster Nancy Belden said at a
news briefing in Mexico City, echoing statements made by Taylor of Louis Harris.
A third survey conducted in late July by a group of newspapers including Reforma of Mexico City
and El Norte of Monterrey showed 46% support for Zedillo, 18% for Fernandez de Cevallos, and 9%
for Cardenas.
A fourth survey conducted during the first week of August by the Center for the Study of Public
Opinion (Centro de Estudios de Opinion) at Universidad de Guadalajara found 36% support for
Zedillo, 25% for Fernandez de Cevallos, and 13% for Cardenas. The poll was conducted mostly in
urban areas.
Finally, a fifth poll conducted by Mori de Mexico, Excelsior daily newspaper, and Este Pais
magazine, showed Zedillo with 38% support, compared with 22% for Fernandez de Cevallos, and
11% for Cardenas. In a previous poll taken in July, Mori de Mexico had showed Fernandez de
Cevallos with a slight lead over Zedillo. The only poll to give Cardenas a lead was conducted by the
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Mexican Institute for Public Opinion (Instituto Mexicano de Opinion Publica, IMOP). The survey,
which interviewed 3,100 respondents, showed Cardenas ahead with 35%, followed by Zedillo with
30%, and Fernandez de Cevallos with 20%. The IMOP poll showed the closest race would be in
Mexico City, which has the highest proportion of Mexico's 47 million registered voters. According
to the poll, about 28% of the voters in the capital would support Cardenas, 25% would vote for
Fernandez de Cevallos, and 20% for Zedillo.
Notwithstanding the one poll that favored Cardenas, most political analysts say Zedillo's campaign
appears to be appealing to the large number of voters who are seeking change, but are also skeptical
about turning the executive branch over to the PRD or the PAN.
"I like the PAN, but I'll vote for the PRI," a potential voter said in an interview with the Associated
Press. "The devil you know is better than the devil you don't know." On the other hand, the system
of patronage that has kept the PRI in office appears to be a factor again in this election. "People are
afraid to say they'll vote for the Democratic Revolution Party, and they're even more intimidated in
the countryside," shop owner Arturo Lopez said in an interview with the Associated Press. "The PRI
plays with their poverty and threatens to cut their services."

Will election be fair?
Nevertheless, a good deal of skepticism reigns over the accuracy of the polls, and many believe a
surprise may still be in the works on election day. On the one hand, the polls continue to show that
roughly one-fifth of those surveyed remain undecided about which candidate they will support. In
fact, the relatively high number of undecided voters has raised concerns about the possibility of high
abstentionism in this election.
Conversely, many observers fear that the information-gathering methods used by polling
organizations may inadvertently alter the results. According to El Financiero International weekly
business newspaper, one major problem is that many interviews must be conducted on the streets
because many Mexicans do not own a telephone. The street polls have come under attack because
they reduce the possibility of obtaining a scientifically accurate sample.
Another problem is the difficulty involved in conducting surveys in rural areas. This would have
to involve door-to- door surveys, which are expensive and time-consuming. Concern reigns over
whether elections will be fair and clean
While the public spotlight is still largely focused on the latest opinion polls, debate also continues to
rage over whether the upcoming election will be truly fair and clean. On Aug. 16, the Washingtonbased group Human Rights Watch/Americas published a new report that details the systemic
advantages held by the PRI during this election, which could give the governing party a victory
without having to commit outright fraud. Among other things, the report said the PRI has openly
bypassed the rules on public spending for partisan campaigns.
Furthermore, the report noted that the PRI is organized in such a way in rural areas that local
leaders known as caciques can still deliver a large number of votes for the party. Finally, the
report criticized the PRI for continuing to exert undue influence over the policies of the Federal
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Electoral Institute (Instituto Federal Electoral, IFE), despite the appointment of six independent
commissioners to that electoral body. The group recommended that the government increase
confidence in the electoral process by providing clear information about polling places to all voters
and allow all political parties access to the voter registration rolls during the election.
In a separate report on Aug. 11, United Nations electoral experts endorsed the steps taken thus far
to ensure a fair and clean process on Aug. 21. In the report, the UN group led by election experts
from Chile, Spain and Colombia said the addition of the independent commissioners to the IFE and
the issue of photo credentials to eligible voters were major advances. On the other hand, the UN
election experts suggested the reforms by themselves would not guarantee a clean electoral process,
and much would depend on whether the various political parties abide by the law.
The steps taken by the IFE to ensure clean and fair elections such as implementing strict security
over the computers used in the election and a promise to report preliminary results on election
day appear to have increased confidence among voters that the election will be clean. A public
opinion poll published by the Civic Alliance (Alianza Civica) in mid-August showed that only 15%
of respondents expected massive fraud in the Aug. 21 election, compared with 47% during a poll
taken in early August. The Civic Alliance, an independent group, is organizing the largest number of
domestic observers for the elections.
On a related matter, on Aug. 14 the IFE announced that more than 32,000 persons had been certified
as citizen observers for the election, surpassing the "optimum" number of 30,000. There had been
concern that the quota of observers would not be met by the Aug. 12 deadline, since fewer than
2,000 citizen observers had been certified as of late July. However, the IFE after receiving complaints
from the Civic Alliance about bureaucratic obstacles intensified the push to register the needed
number of observers. In addition to domestic civic groups, about 10,000 foreign visitors have also
been invited to observe the election. The visitors will not have the official or legal status enjoyed
by domestic observers. The most prominent group of foreign electoral visitors will represent the
Carter Center, which was established by former US president Jimmy Carter. The group will include
former presidents Rodrigo Carazo of Costa Rica and Vinicio Cerezo of Guatemala, and former
prime minister Joseph Clark of Canada. Other participants in the Carter Center delegation include
Andres Allamand, a Chilean legislator, and Luis Alberto Guzman, president of Nicaragua's National
Assembly. Former president Carter will not accompany the group, but will instead be represented
by former US House majority leader Jim Wright of Texas.
The PRD has also invited a special delegation of observers that includes former US presidential
candidate and civil rights leader Jesse Jackson, and Shafick Handal, a leader with El Salvador's
Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN). Presidential race overshadows other elections
Meanwhile, the extensive coverage of the presidential race has overshadowed the federal legislative
elections and the gubernatorial races in Chiapas and Tabasco states.

Congressional races under scrutiny
The Senate race is particularly important this year, since reforms enacted in 1993 would double
the size of the legislative body from the current 64 members. The changes are designed to alter
the composition of the Senate to guarantee that minority parties represent at least one-third of the
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 5 of 6

LADB Article Id: 56590
ISSN: 1054-8890

members of the body. Of the 64 senators in the current Senate, only three belong to opposition
parties, two from the PRD and one from the PAN. This year, a total of 96 senators will be elected
from 31 states and the Federal District, and 32 from the present Senate will be held over. Under the
legislation enacted in 1993, minority parties in each state are guaranteed at least one Senate seat.
In the Chamber of Deputies, the legislative body will remain at 500 members. Voters will elect
300 members directly, while another 200 will be assigned to the various parties in proportion to
percentage of vote. Meantime, the gubernatorial race in Chiapas gained new prominence in late
July, following allegations of government complicity in an accident that severely injured PRD
candidate Amado Avendano Figueroa. According to official reports, a tractor trailer without license
plates smashed into a vehicle carrying Avendano, his son, and four other people. The government
officially classified the mishap as no more than a highway accident, but PRD officials said the
incident was a plot to kill Avendano. Avendano who was hospitalized for 16 days resumed his
campaign on Aug. 11 despite broken ribs, problems with his speech, and a damaged lung. PRI
candidate Eduardo Robledo, who is leaving his post as federal senator for Chiapas, is expected to
win the gubernatorial election.
The gubernatorial race in Tabasco state has been less controversial. The PRI is expected to retain
the state executive position despite dissent from some PRI members who have switched to the PAN,
plus the growing popularity of the PRD in Tabasco.

-- End --
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